Under the new design, the programme "will have fewer satellites and less sensors, while costing more money", NOAA administrator Conrad Lautenbacher told a congressional hearing on 8 June.
The cutbacks come as part of a defence department review of the programme, required by law because it was so far over budget. Five key sensors have been temporarily removed, three of which are related to climate science.
"They decided to de-scope everything not related to short-term weather forecasting, " says programme scientist P. K. Bhartia, who works on an ozone sensor for the satellites. "At this point, we're really confused as to what will happen. "
If industry, a university or a research agency decides to pay for the instruments directly, they -or stripped-down versions of themmay be placed back onto the NPOESS satellites. In the meantime, climate scientists are left wondering whether their sensors will ever get to fly. "Absolutely, we're quite disappointed, " says Ron Isaacs, executive vice-president of the Massachusetts-based company Atmospheric Environmental Research, which helped design another sensor that was axed. That instrument, Isaacs says, would have served some unique functions, such as measuring soil moisture.
The European Meteop satellites could work with NPOESS satellites to obtain some of the necessary data. But US officials are concerned about how much of the data would actually be shared -especially information useful for the military.
Still, many in Congress support the NPOESS programme, even as it balloons in cost. "We have to make this work, " says congressman Sherwood Boehlert (Republican, New York), chairman of the House Committee on Science. "At some point that word 'operational' has to mean more than adding a vowel to the acronym. "
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The death throes of a giant plankton bloom (the milky blue ribbon in the photograph) have been captured by Envisat, an earth-observation satellite operated by the European Space Agency. The algal bloom, snapped on 6 June, is among the largest recorded -at around 500 km long, it stretches the full length of Ireland.
The milky water, which would appear chalky-white to anyone on a boat sailing through it, forms as the plankton, having used up all the available nutrients in the sea around them, start to shed their calcite shells. The species involved in this particular display is likely to be Emiliania huxleyi (inset), which often forms blooms in the North Atlantic at this time of year.
Photosynthesizing plankton species such as E. huxleyi are at the root of almost all food webs in the ocean, being eaten by animal plankton. But despite their visual impact, little is known about how the blooms affect the local ecosystem. Jim Giles SNAPSHOT Atlantic in bloom ESA; S. GSCHMEISSNER/SPL
